how else are people supposed to communicate with each other in 2016?" I responded. A brief internet search later confirmed there are an estimated 19 million registered cellphones active in a country with a population of 15.4 million, 1 so one would presume that indeed a lot of communication is happening via cellphones.
While browsing the range of phones on display at the Claro store overlooking a Walmart-owned Hiper Paiz supermarket, I noticed something that seemed a little odd at first: several of the cheaper phones listed an FM radio tuner as a key feature.
I was in Guatemala to follow up on research that I had started over a decade earlier with Q'eqchi'-Maya Catholics, and one of the things that I was interested in was the role that mass-mediated communication played in their religious lives. Serendipity then that these hybrid objects that seemingly joined what felt like two very different eras of communications technology-cellphones hailing a future-looking present of narrow-casted peer-to-peer connectivity, and radios harkening back to older models of asymmetrical mass broadcasting-were complicating the question, "How are people supposed to communicate in 2016?"
In this technophilic age when people are increasingly connected to each other through a proliferating array of new media platforms, FM radio may seem like a quaint technology whose time has passed; but as I hope to show here, FM radio is a crucial medium through which Q' eqchi'-Mayas in Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala can communicate with each other en masse and as such offers them the means for establishing a distinctive cultural space for themselves. Yet, for all its promise, radio also raises certain problems for the creation of this imagined community.
Radio is for all intents and purposes a one-way medium of communication, and so it is impossible for broadcasters to gauge in real-time how the putative publics they are addressing through it are responding, or if they are even there to receive the 1 Edwin Pitán, "Unos 16 milliones de celulares están registrados en la SIT," Prensa Libre, March 24, 2016 , retrieved September 15, 2018 , http://www.prensalibre.com/guatemala/comunitario/unos-16-millones-de-celulares-estan-registrados-en-la-sit. 44 | The Promises and Perils of Radio as a Medium of Faith in a Q'eqchi'-Maya Catholic Community JOURNAL OF GLOBAL CATHOLICISM messages being broadcast in the first place. The uncertainties inherent in radio can be especially fraught for Catholic leaders in rural Guatemala as they try to create and maintain a sense of religious community across a dispersed population through radio broadcasting.
As Brian Larkin has argued, it is an error to assume that media technologies are understood and used in the same ways in all times and at all places:
What media are needs to be interrogated and not presumed. The meanings attached to technologies, their technical functions, and the social uses to which they are put are not an inevitable consequence, but something worked out over time in the context of considerable cultural debate. And even then, these meanings and uses are often unstable, vulnerable to changing political orders and subject to the contingencies of objects' physical life. 2 Scholars thus need to be cognizant of the multiple ways that media can be imagined and utilized, and sensitive to how they articulate with other social, cultural, and political dimensions of life, not the least of which is religion. Thus, to understand how Q' eqchi'-Maya Catholics use radio we need to begin by understanding the cultural logics that shape the use of this medium in rural Guatemala.
RADIO IN RURAL GUATEMALA
Despite the apparent overabundance of cellphones in the country, they remain out of reach for many Guatemalans. Cellphones are relatively expensive requiring not just the purchase of the device itself but also regular payments for access; one must have regular access to a power supply to keep them working; and data cover- more quickly and easily than people or automobiles, and in fact the mountains actually help radio, since some of the highest peaks serve as homes for repeaters, enabling transmissions originating from urban areas to leapfrog the cerros (mountains) and reach audiences several hours of travel by land away. It estimated that radio broadcasts reach more than 99% of the population of the country, 4 so that even in aldeas (villages) with no electricity one can hear the sounds small transistor radios powered by a pair of alkaline batteries emanating from homes. In sum, radio is the means of mass-mediated communication that is both most accessible to rural Q'eqchi Radio is used not just for commercial and entertainment purposes, but also as a means for a range of entities including the state, NGOs, and churches to disseminate their messages to otherwise hard-to-reach audiences. Broadcasters know the reach that radio has in rural areas and count on the fact that people are at home and listening during prime times that accommodate an agricultural production schedule (dawn, noon, mid-afternoon and nightfall), so that not only is general news aired during these times, but messages directed at specific individuals are also sent out via this medium. Paradoxically, then, FM radio broadcasts, which are by their nature public and can be heard by anyone with receiver tuned to the right frequency, are regularly used to directly address specific persons in the absence of what we might tend to think of as more targeted means of communication such as telephone and mail. 6 For example, community tourism organizations pay to have an announcement read on the radio to notify hosts in cloud-forest villages that groups of backpackers are on their way; 7 hardware stores regularly name people who have overdue bills to pay along with the advertisement of weekly specials; and the municipal government uses the radio broadcasts to notify individuals about pending legal issues that require their presence in town. The system works even if the person directly being hailed by the broadcast doesn't hear the message, because there is a general social expectation that someone who does hear it will notify the addressee-a woman listening while cooking the day's tortillas may hear her husband's or a neighbor's name and know to pass the message along, for example. This is all to say that in this context radio's mass mediated broadcasts articulate with face-to-face social relationships to achieve their communicative ends.
In rural Guatemala sending out directed messages over expansive airwaves works well enough in the absence of other forms of narrowly-directed mediated communication. However, there is a high degree of uncertainty built into this arrangement since there are potentially myriad reasons why an addressee might not receive or respond to the message (e.g. he was away or out of batteries, nobody thought to tell him, he chooses to feign ignorance). We must not forget, though, that this solution to the problem of communication over distances is a contingent (rather than inevitable) outcome of the conjunction of the particularities of the physical environment, organization of society, and culture which opens up certain possibilities while foreclosing others. This has been no less the case in religion than in other social domains. The narrative that has emerged from this literature also suggests that Protestants are successful in doing so thanks in part to their mass media savvy, 12 including their successful adoption of radio as a means for proselytization.
RADIO AND RELIGION
The Central American Mission-a dispensationalist Evangelical organization founded in Texas in 1888-was responsible for the earliest religious uses of radio in Guatemala. In 1946 they began purchasing airtime on secular stations to run their religious programming, and experienced enough success so that by 1948 they were operating their own station. 13 Other missions and denominations followed suit, and though evangélico radio broadcasting was typically initiated by foreigners (primarily based in the USA), its daily workings were quickly picked up by Guatemalans. 14 Not to be left behind, the Catholic Church soon found its way into 9 Henri Gooren, "Reconsidering Protestant Growth in Guatemala, 1900 -1995 the medium, with diocesan and para-church organizations establishing their own radio stations and producing their own programming to compete with those of evangélicos. 15 Today, there are at least 60 religious radio stations (out of a total of about 620 licensed stations) operating legally in the country across both the AM and FM radio frequencies. 16 There is no doubt that radio plays an important role in Guatemala's religious ecology, although just how it does so has not been explored as fully as it might be. There are abundant references to evangélicos setting up and running radio stations as part of a generalized characterization of them as "media savvy," but not much extended analysis about how they conceive of these media or to what concrete uses they put them, in effect reproducing the errors that Brian
Larkin warns against.
There are hints in the ethnographic literature, though, about how evangélicos construe radio broadcasts as part of their vision of religious conversion. In one of the earliest monographs on conversion to Protestantism among Mayas in Guatemalans, Sheldon Annis identifies a common conversion narrative people tell in which they had experienced some loss, usually due to "profligate behavior," before eventually coming into contact with a spiritual guide that allows them to see the error of their ways and leads them to a conversion experience. 17 Although that guide is sometimes a person (e.g. an intimate who has already converted or an evangelist encountered in a public space), it is just as likely to be a mass-mediated artifact such as a radio broadcast of a sermon or a religious tract discovered on a bus bench. The faith that radio can serendipitously spark conversions is also attested to by Robin Shoaps' observation that evangélicos in Sakapulas sometimes play religious radio stations at loud volumes and with their speakers pointed outwards in the hope that the sounds might reach the ears and then the heart of a católico Catholics might use radio to address the concerns that they find pressing.
A crucial concern for the Catholics that I work with in the parish of San Felipe (a pseudonym) is the formation and maintenance of a church community. Though the specifics of how they have tried to do so has changed over the last four decades, the parish's mission has consistently been framed as that of evangelizing and catechizing rural and peri-urban Q' eqchi'-Maya Catholics in the municipality of Cobán, with the idea that this population inhabits a distinct social and cultural position in the region. Although San Felipe's parish center is located in the city, its administrative area is large, dispersed, and overwhelmingly rural. The terrain that it covers is mountainous and has only a rudimentary system of roads making travel to some parts of it onerous. Travel into Cobán to attend Mass is prohibitively expensive and time-consuming for cash-poor subsistence farmers living in the more remote villages and hamlets. The priests who serve the parish travel to hold Mass in these communities regularly but can only visit some of them two or three times a year. Consequently, the institutional Church's presence in many of these communities can seem quite weak, and the parish relies on a network of native lay leaders making the full ritual cycle a city-wide effort. They do so without any specific oversight or direct institutional management from above relying instead on the idea that each group knows the part it needs to play and will organize itself to do so.
Preparing to perform these spectacular events is, not surprisingly, a labor-intensive process that demands the coordination of a great deal of material, financial, and human resources on the part of each sodality's leadership. The colorful images of the processions that circulate in newspapers, tourism guides, and international publications tend to obscure the great sacrifices of time, money, and labor that go into them. Moreover, they entirely occlude the extent to which participants can feel quite uncertain about whether their performance will ultimately succeed. This is especially true in socially marginal parishes like San Felipe, where cash is scarce and where the majority of parishioners live far from the parish seat.
The Hermandad of San Felipe is tasked with performing the Holy Wednesday procession, and preparations for the event begin well before Lent. Although activity picks up in the weeks before Semana Santa, the qawachines (elder men) begin planning for it as early as January (just days after they finish celebrating the parish's santo patron-the Black Christ of Esquipulas 21 -in January).
There are myriad material and financial needs to be taken care of for Holy Wednesday itself as well as for the smaller processions that are performed during Lent.
Although these are annual events, their success is never taken for granted nor seen as guaranteed, and the sodality's leaders never discount the possibility that something might go awry. Moreover, because the stakes involved in the ritual are high not just for the sodality, but also for the larger Catholic community of the city, the possibility that something might fail is not easily dismissed or discounted. Money is always scarce in the parish, so concerns about how to pay for materials needed to decorate the santo's bier, as well as for the fireworks and musicians that accompany the procession are always present. Of equal concern is that they might not be able to marshal the devotional labor needed to successfully perform the procession. After all, having fewer flowers on hand than expected to lay at Jesus's feet would be a much less serious blow to the ritual than a lack of penitents to help bear his weight as he winds his way through the city. They also called on parishioners more generally to come help carry the santo in the processions, explaining why this was to their personal benefit and how it was part of what one needed to do to be a good Catholic.
A full examination of the discourse used during these appeals is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is worth noting that they were structured as something like ritual speeches. By using the prosodic and poetic features of ritual speech (e.g. a slow cadence and line parallelism), the Hermandad's representatives invoked their standing as lay community leaders and religious authorities. 25 In doing so, they construed their audience as a virtual congregation with a moral obligation to follow their leadership and concomitantly play their part of the forthcoming ritual. The funereal music they played between speeches likewise evoked the larger context of the procession, ideally drawing listeners into the sensorium of the forthcoming ritual event and priming them for future participation. 26 The radio program's content thus mediated this community of religious practice across space and time, 24 The interview sought to leverage my cultural capital to bolster the prestige of the event. Though born in Guatemala, and living with relatives in Cobán, I still counted as a q'an iis (literally "yellow hair," though my hair is anything but that color) foreigner whose interest in Q'eqchi'-Maya religion and culture helped validate it in a larger social context in which it is regarded more generally with desprecio (disdain or disregard). , 1999) , 210, https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226922638.001.0001. 28 Though, to be fair, they also had a good sense based on past participation and their knowledge of the current conditions in the parish of which communities could reasonably be expected to contribute money and labor to the procession. 29 The parish was deep into a project under the rubric of the Santa misión popular that sought to energize the laity by making them active participants in a new evangelization of the continent. The project was inspired by conclusion that the Episcopal Conference of Latin America (CELAM) published from its fifth general conference at Aparecida, Brazil in 2007. 30 The chapel had previously held three old wooden crosses where people would make special petitionary prayers that included lighting candles and sticking coins, feathers, and animal hair to the crosses with tree resin.
(beneath the window looking out to the reception area) held a computer monitor and offered broadcaster some physical space to work from. From a swiveling office chair a single person could self-produce a broadcast. Cables ran from the broadcasting booth up through the ceiling to the transmission tower above and into the wall shared with the church's nave to patch into its sound system so that Mass could be broadcast live and direct. A storage space on the opposite side of the broadcast booth from the reception area had been fitted with foam acoustic panels to create a make-shift recording studio.
Qawa Hugo, 31 who had always helped with the Semana Santa program in 2005
and was one of the three people most responsible for running the station, explained to me how a fortuitous set of circumstances had led to the establishment of Radio
Cobán. During a trip to one of the more remote corners of the parish in 2012 Fr.
Michel (a Haitian priest who has a special interest in social work in the parish) had the idea to start a Sunday morning radio show so that people in the aldeas would have some form of regular contact with the clergy between his quarterly visits. He took the proposal to the Diocese and got the approval to go ahead with the project.
Fr. Michel's show began broadcasting live on Estéreo Gerardi on a weekly basis. However, they soon realized that station's commercial interests took precedence, since Fr. Michel's live show would sometimes be pre-empted to cover soccer matches. Before long they decided that pre-recorded shows made more sense than live broadcasts, and Fr. Michel was able to secure some money through his religious order (Congregatio Immaculati Cordis Mariae, or the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary) to purchase equipment and set up a small recording studio to produce the show.
In a fortuitous twist, a couple of years after the studio was set up, a man approached
Fr. Michel to see if the parish would be interested in taking over the license of a radio frequency that he owned. It wasn't entirely clear if the frequency had all the proper government documentation to operate legally, though, and the other priests in the parish worried that they might end up running a pirate station 32 that could cause legal problems netting them fines or potentially jail time. In fact, well after Radio Cobán had already started broadcasting, it still wasn't clear if the previous owners of the license had obtained it following the exact letter of the law; although as best as the parish's lawyers could tell, San Felipe itself had obtained it legally and they theoretically had all the right documents from the state to run the station.
They were given the approval to run the station because Fr. Michel's goal of expanding his work with rural Q' eqchi'-Maya Catholics through radio was in-line with Diocesan aims to strengthen their ministry with that population. Radio
Cobán, emanating from a parish that was dedicated to serving the Q' eqchi'-Mayas, would be a direct means of ministering to that population and would circumvent the programming problems that the Diocese's two stations faced in having to split their programming time to cater to the four distinct ethno-linguistic groups they served-Ladinos (i.e. Spanish-speaking mestizos), Q' eqchi'-Mayas, Poqomchi'-Mayas, and Achi-Mayas. 33 The plan was ambitious, but given that the parish was increasingly viewing itself as a missionary vanguard in the Diocese's larger Santa mission popular project, it also seemed like a necessary step to take.
The station launched as an on-line streaming service while they set up a broadcast booth, built a radio tower on the roof of the church, and secured funds to lease a terrestrial radio transmitter; and as of May 2016, they started broadcasting daily on the upper end of the FM dial. Sadly, this would not last long and a year later Radio
Cobán was no more.
Given that the radio only operated for a few of months and that no one working there had a much experience producing radio programming (nor were they being paid a salary to do so), Radio Cobán was a modest success. As Qawa Hugo there was also talk of starting a show with a lawyer who could offer legal advice and of broadcasting live concerts of the parish communities' marimba choirs, though these never came to be.
Despite all this ambition and the work that they put into the enterprise, in an interview from August 2016 Qawa Hugo also expressed his worries that the station might not continue to be on the air for very long. The main problem Radio Cobán had was power, or, to be more specific, wattage. While the parish was able to get enough money together to buy basic broadcasting equipment and build a radio tower on the roof of the church, the transmitter they were leasing wasn't powerful enough to do the work they wanted it to. The tower's relative elevation in the city (atop a church atop a hill) meant that their signal strength was quite good in the urban area and could even be heard in the neighboring towns of San Pedro Carchá and San Juan Chamélco to the west. However, mountains blocked its signal from reaching rural areas north and west of the city where Radio Cobán's ideal audience lived. The physical environment frustrated the station's ability to reach its intended audience, and without that audience it wasn't clear that the station served a purpose. The people within its existing listening range already had access to a variety of radio stations, including both Catholic and Q' eqchi' programming, and in any case the parish leadership viewed the urban audience's needs as distinct from those of the rural congregations the station was targeting. Ironically, Radio Cobán couldn't reach the audience that they felt needed them, and the audience that they could reach didn't really need them.
Upgrading the transmitter was thus a priority, but it also presented a tricky financial proposition. People in the aldeas had agreed in principle to contribute money to the station, and there were also business willing to pay to advertise on Radio Cobán, 35 but those parties would only give the money once the broadcasts actually reached their target audience. The station was caught in a double-bind-they needed money to upgrade the transmitter and expand their broadcast audience, but they could only earn that money by broadcasting to that audience. There was some hope that donations could be found from abroad to help make the investment, but none materialized and ultimately the plans for Radio Cobán would not bear fruit.
Less than a year after they began broadcasting, the parish had to abandon its radio license because there was simply no money left to renew it. Without the broadcasting license, the transmitter no longer held promise as it once had.
On a subsequent research trip in 2017 I found Radio Cobán's office was shuttered.
Qawa Hugo was working part-time at Estéreo Gerardi helping to run the broadcast booth at the end and beginning of the broadcast day and staying overnight in the offices as a watchman. He lamented that they had had to give up on Radio
Cobán, but hoped that maybe one day it would be revived if they could find financial backing. After all, the broadcast booth was still there, and the needs of the community were perennial.
A final irony to the story was that although the people for whom the station was of others who made up his listenership. In doing so he interpellated me into the virtual community of Q' eqchi' radio listeners and signaled to his audience that the station, parish, and by extension Q' eqchi'-Maya Catholics more generally had supporters far beyond the geographic limits of Alta Verapaz. Though the limitations imposed on terrestrial radio by the conjunction of physical terrain, technology, and the vicissitudes of the Guatemalan economy and legal system ultimately foreclosed Radio Cobán's ability to materialize a mass-mediated community locally, its parallel life as an on-line radio station briefly allowed its producers to style themselves as active participants in a transnational mediascape.
CONCLUSION
These two vignettes highlight the possibilities and difficulties that radio broadcasting has presented for San Felipe's Catholics across two decades. If on the one hand FM radio offers an accessible and reliable means to broadcast messages calling on Catholics to come together as a religious community; on the other hand its very form raises the problem of whether a one-way medium of communication can adequately serve as the grounds for reciprocal social relations. When a voice calls out over the air, will anyone respond? Is there even anyone there who could respond?
Even if they are there, what else is needed before the imagined community of radio listeners becomes a face-to-face community of social actors?
In 2005 the Hermandad used its radio broadcasts during Lent to help coalesce a community of ritual co-participants around the processions, but in doing so they had to grapple with the possibility that not enough people might actually show up to carry it out. The calls that went out for participation did not receive a response until the community materialized to perform the ritual. That the efficacy of those calls could not be gauged until after the fact, led to a great deal of uncertainty about the role that Q' eqchi'-Mayas played in Catholic life in Cobán. 36 36 I don't know first-hand how the 2005 season compared to others in terms of participation, but no one I talked to seemed to think that the event had failed, though there were laments that San Felipe's procession did not draw as many people as those of other parishes. Twelve years later, however, there was a sense that the Hermandad was in trouble and that its current leadership was not doing enough to ensure broad participation.
It remains an open question for me and them what the processions will look like in future Semanas Santas. San Felipe's Catholics see pressures from both inside and outside the parish, inside and outside the Catholic Church, and inside and outside Guatemala asking them to alter the way they lead their lives. FM radio broadcasts may provide an accessible way to help mediate these worries and perhaps even a communicative space through which they can build Q' eqchi'-Maya Catholic counter-public, but the outcomes of these efforts are anything but certain. And in any case other media platforms such as Facebook or WhatsApp may provide an entirely different means of imagining the community, even if in doing so they will also inevitably give rise to other sets of problems to contend with.
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